Introduction
T he process of accreditation is a systematic review through which the public may be assured that an institution provides quality education.
Accrediting bodies typically address the quality of the program and institution, not course design. Quality MattersTM (QM) is a research-centered approach to continuous quality improvement for online learning (https://www.qualitymatters.org/). Quality
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MattersTM addresses only course design, not the quality of a program or institution. The primary aim of this article is to examine the intersection of exemplar accreditation standards from a representative professional association and Quality MattersTM Rubric Standards (QM Standards) for best practice in distance education. Such close examination may serve as a model for accrediting bodies to engage in open dialog to improve the quality of distance education. This comparative exercise focuses on exemplar standards of the Accreditation Council for Occupational Therapy Education® (ACOTE) of the American Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA). The ACOTE standards are similar in format and intent to those of other health professions.
Accreditation in Higher Education
In the United States, accreditation is a process of voluntary, external, nongovernmental, systematic review of educational institutions and programs for quality assurance and improvement (Eaton, 2009) . Accreditation is intended to support improvement of the institution or program. The Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) is the largest non-governmental higher education organization in the United States, supporting academic quality through voluntary accreditation. The United States Department of Education (USDE) publishes a database of nationally recognized accrediting bodies determined to meet acceptable levels of quality for programs and degrees within institutions of higher education (http:// ope.ed.gov/accreditation/). USDE does not accredit individual degrees, programs or institutions. CHEA focuses on academic quality in courses, programs, and degrees, while USDE focuses on financial and administrative practices for federal student aid funding. CHEA reports that more than 8,400 degree and non-degree-granting institutions are recognized as specialized accrediting organizations either through USDE, through CHEA or both (CHEA, 2014) .
These national, regional, and specialized accrediting bodies develop specific evaluation standards and guidelines used during peer review for determination of compliance. Many of these are health and human service professions such as audiology, nursing, optometry, and pharmacy. Accreditation directly benefits the public, students, institutions of higher education, and the professions overseen via specialized accrediting bodies such as ACOTE.
Accreditation
Council for Occupational Therapy Education ACOTE accredits educational program degree levels for the occupational therapist (OT) and the occupational therapy assistant (OT). USDE and CHEA each recognize ACOTE as an accrediting organization. ACOTE "establishes comprehensive standards for occupational therapy education at multiple degree levels, thereby supporting the preparation of competent occupational therapists and occupational therapy assistants" (AOTA, 2013 p3). The most current ACOTE Standards and Interpretive Guide, consistent with the requirement of the USDE, became effective July 31, 2013 (AOTA, 2013 . The Standards are competencybased, describing the knowledge and skills necessary for occupational therapy practitioners to serve in a variety of roles in response to the "rapidly changing and dynamic nature of contemporary health and human services delivery systems" (ACOTE, 2011 p1). ACOTE does not address course design. ACOTE routinely collects data from educational programs, including the percentage of distance components. The latest data reporting current distance education components for entry-level OT doctoral degree programs, entrylevel OT master's degree programs, and occupational therapy assistant programs are available here: (AOTA, 2014) . ACOTE/ AOTA categorize the raw data according to the USDE definition of distance education as that which uses "one or more of the following technologies to deliver instruction to students who are separated from the instructor and to support regular and substantive interaction between the students and the instructor, either synchronously or asynchronously. The technologies may include: 
Distance Education
Multiple and various definitions of distance education describe specific methods of delivery; note students as being separated from the instructor; and enumerate a variety of types of interaction, including the Internet, audio-conference, videoconference, synchronous and asynchronous chat, DVD, CD-ROM, etc. For the purpose of this article, the author adopts the CHEA definition of distance education, "application of electronic technology to teaching and learning" (Eaton, 2001, p. 3) . CHEA has historically been instrumental in publishing documents describing the fundamental components for accreditation to address distance education. For example, the CHEA "Fact Sheet #2: The role of accreditation and assuring quality in electronically delivered distance education 2001" describes the role of accreditation in assuring quality, as well as the ways in which national and regional accrediting agencies manage standards and accountability for distance education (CHEA, 2001) .
Changes in distance education present new challenges for accrediting bodies (Legon, 2006) . Regional and national accrediting agencies are now responsible to examine distance education in their routine review of programs and institutions of higher education. Since 2010, the USDE has required each institution under review to "demonstrate its evaluation of distance education and/or correspondence education in order to retain distance education and/ or correspondence education in its scope of recognition" (USDE, 2014). Keil and Brown (2014) reviewed six current regional and national accrediting organizations in the United States, examining policies addressing "institutional context and commitment; curriculum and instruction; faculty and faculty support; student support; and evaluation and assessment" (p. 1). Quality and best practice in education are repeated concerns across each agency and each policy area.
Quality Matters
Before the QM Standards were developed, several regional accrediting bodies studied distance education, expressing the need to develop a means for relevant measurement to assure quality. The Higher Education Opportunity Act (Act) established requisites for accrediting bodies to assure the quality of programs offered through distance education (Higher Education Opportunity Act of , Pub. L. No. 110-315, 122 Stat. 3494 (2008 ). Further, the Act requires that the agency or association's standards "effectively address the quality of an institution's distance education" but "shall not be required to have separate standards, procedures, or policies for the evaluation of distance education" (Higher Education Opportunity Act of , Pub. L. No. 110-315, 122 Stat. 3325 (2008 ).
In 2003, the MarylandOnline (MOL) Consortium initiated the Quality Matters project. MOL is a voluntary, nonprofit group of post-secondary educational institutions in the state of Maryland. The QM project proposed the creation of standards for course design and peer review, assuring the quality of online courses. QM does not address the quality of the program or institution. The USDE supported the project through the Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education (FIPSE). The FIPSE grant supported the first finalized QM Rubric Standards, a process of course review, and an instructor worksheet. Developers created benchmark criteria for course assessment to be points of reference for best practice rather than rigid measures.
The current QM Standards (https://www. qualitymatters.org/), now in the fifth edition, are used to evaluate individual (blended or online) courses using 43 criteria categorized into eight general standards, listed below. QM Standards include detailed descriptions for each criterion for interpretation and implementation during course development and review. Each general standard contains an overview statement, relating its place in the process. Each specific Standard contains detailed annotations with explanation, instructions for interpretation, examples, and recommendations for application to blended courses. The QM program reflects a grassroots heritage in which faculty experts collaborate, modifying the Standards for course design as distance education develops. In addition to course assessment, the broad goals of the QM program include faculty development and continuous improvement through critical analysis for the purpose of increased student engagement, learning, and satisfaction. QM also provides professional development to instructional designers, all levels of faculty, and academic administrators. Shattuck, Zimmerman and Adair (2014) describe the process of regular review of the QM Standards to ensure their applicability within a broad variety of educational levels and disciplines. They discuss the process of continuous improvement in relationship to Boyer's model of scholarship. QM is now a self-sustaining program and process for which institutions provide a fee-forservice or subscription to participate in professional development, including peer reviewer training to promote best practice in distance education.
Comparison and Analysis
Proliferation of distance education programs presents challenges for national, regional, and specialized degree granting organizations. The author evaluated primary standards documents from ACOTE and QM for congruity and disparity, strengths and limitations. For clarification, national, regional, and specialized accreditation are concerned with programs and institutions as a whole. Accreditation reviewers examine administrative concerns such as sponsorship of the institution, academic and student resources, fiscal management, operational and admission policies, strategic planning, and program evaluation. Reviewers may also examine curricular frameworks and content, particularly for specialized degrees and programs, however, QM reviewers assess and recognize only individual courses, without examination of larger institutional concerns. QM reviewers may see elements of institutional or programmatic, admin-istrative concerns addressed within a single course, but QM is not intended to be a substitute for the larger focus of national, regional or specialized accreditation (Legon, 2006 There is congruity regarding admission policies, publications, and student services. Both sets of standards examine technology and support provided with instructor directions to student resources. There is congruity for evaluation and assessment. Both sets of standards recommend clarity in tracking student progress, identifying means of assessment, identifying grading criteria, and providing feedback to students within individual courses. There is limited congruity regarding finances, curriculum and instruction. Institutional standards explicitly address the area of budget. The consumer may imply budgetary support of distance education when institutions voluntarily subscribe to Quality Matters.
Institutional and QM standards each examine minimal consistency between course goals, learning objectives, and assessment. There is poor congruity addressing faculty expertise or professional development. Though QM as an organization is devoted to development of faculty expertise, the standards rubric for course evaluation does not determine such qualifications. Institutional membership or individually recognized courses or faculty completion of QM peer review training may indicate faculty expertise. There are no areas of congruity for larger issues of curricular design, programmatic or degree competencies.
While QM addresses consistency of course goals, learning objectives, and assessment within the syllabus of a single course, there are no connections to larger issues of curricular design, programmatic or degree competencies. Program evaluation and strategic planning are outside the scope of QM.
Implications/Recommendations
The comparison indicates instances of close, limited, and poor congruity across standards that address institutional practices and those which address individual course requirements. The comparison suggests opportunities for dialog between organizational members to consider modifications for increased congruence between institutional practices and individual course requirements. Keen opportunities exist in the areas of course design to align with curricular framework, and program evaluation for strategic planning. Such close examination may serve as a model for other professional accrediting bodies to engage in open dialog. Limited communication and lack of research across accrediting bodies perpetuates a fragmented system. The comparison of standards in this article suggests possibilities for complimentary cohesion without duplication. Could specialized professional accrediting bodies, such as ACOTE, examine course design as part of accreditation? ACOTE Standards appear to be missing items QM identifies as essential components of good quality distance education, particularly the design of learning objectives, instructional materials, and issues of accessibility and usability. Modifications to ACOTE Standards could include elements of course overview, learner-centered objectives, instructional materials and methods, course activities, and accessibility. Could QM examine the connection between individual courses and larger curricular concerns? QM Standards do not integrate individual courses with overall programmatic concerns, a vital part of professional education. Modifications to QM standards could include the alignment of individual course goals and learning objectives with programmatic mission, vision, and curricular design, demonstrating consistency across individual courses in support of professional programs and degrees.
Modifying standards within professional accrediting bodies and QM, and across other accrediting organizations has utility for education, practice and research. Careful writing could incorporate the missing concepts into updated standards documents for each respective organization without being prescriptive. Not all faculties who have background in a content area also have expertise in teaching. Faculty development to acquire expertise in distance education may enable improved clarity in course design reflective of institutional requirements, degree competencies, and overall program cohesion. Clear course design with program alignment is part of best practices to improve student engagement, satisfaction, and success (Ralston-Berg, 2014) . Future research could include five "components" of teaching: (a) instructional design, (b) instructional delivery, (c) instructional assessment, (d) content expertise, and (e) course management (Arreola, 2000 p24) . Researching our teaching, referred to as the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL), could address many areas revealed in this study examining the influence of accreditation on learning. This author concurs with Keil and Brown (2014) that accreditation agencies and institutes of higher education could collaborate to modify standards related to distance education. For example, topics and questions may include:
1. How does institutional membership, professional development or adoption of the QM rubric indicate organizational commitment to faculty qualifications as distance educators? 2. Does adoption of the QM rubric or institutional memberships indicate fiscal management used to implement and maintain the goals of the institution or program. 3. What is the best use of data from QM course reviews for incorporation into strategic planning and outcome evaluation? 4. How does learner engagement in course design elements influence overall programmatic or degree competencies? Each of these items may close the gap between the two types of standards, with utility for initial or re-accreditation of institutions and programs.
Conclusion
The author concludes that exemplar ACOTE and QM Standards are generally well matched, with an excellent opportunity for mutual benefit. This conclusion reinforces that of Legon (2006) . Legon notes consistency in his comparison of QM with accreditation standards for distance learning, also recommending further development of the QM Standards. As previously noted, specialized standards are concerned with general institutional compliance with operational and administrative matters that are outside the scope of QM reviews. QM Standards are specific to individual courses but do not address the linkages across curriculum design, competencies for graduation, or program evaluation, necessary components of professional education. Accrediting bodies for professional programs, such as ACOTE, typically address the quality of the program and institution, needing to add course design to their assessment. Together, the Standards are complementary. The intent of each accrediting organization and their respective standards is the benefit of stakeholders. Key points to the article are:
• Individual course design and structure cannot be examined in isolation from curricula, programs, degrees, or organizations for professional education.
• Individual course design and structure should be integral to programs for professional accreditation.
• Integration across accrediting body standards and quality improvement standards will promote best practice for distance education.
Revisions to each set of Standards have the potential to improve the quality of distance education. Modifications would benefit the public, students, institutions of higher education, and their respective professions. The author recommends additional research and collaboration to examine specific concerns of accreditation for distance education.
Key Points:
